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Introduction 
 
After the Second World War the Japanese economy experienced enormous growth, in its hey-day 
called the ‘economic bubble’. Since the burst of the bubble in 1990 however, Japan’s economy has 
been struggling. The current financial crisis dealt another blow for the already weak economy (Itō 
2010). For one, the steady ageing of Japan’s society has been indicated as a severe problem. Elderly 
Japanese enjoying their pensions are taking up an increasingly large percentage of the population, 
whereas the working age population, which is paying for these pensions, is comparatively shrinking. 
In 2001, working age population amounted to about 68% of the total Japanese population, covering 
for an elderly population of 18%. Thirteen years later in 2014, working age population shrank to 
almost 62%, whereas the elderly population increased to almost 26% of the total population1. This 
ageing is expected to exacerbate in the next decades, posing great challenges to the labour force and 
pressing on the national budget.  
 
Numerous measures have been indicated to help counter this difficult situation. Technological 
advancement may ‘robotize’ many jobs, releasing workers to fill up positions that cannot be 
mechanized. However, this has been argued to offer only temporary relief (Katz 1998; Worthley, et 
al. 2009, 1503, 1516). Another possibility is (mass) immigration of working age foreigners or Japanese 
descendants from abroad into Japan. This solution too is also accompanied by many difficulties, 
ranging from social prejudice against immigrants to difficulties regarding working conditions of many 
immigrants and an expected increase of unemployment when a boom period ends but foreign 
workers remain in Japan (Okunishi 1995). A third option is to increase female labour participation, a 
much-debated solution (Higuchi 2013, 9; Matsui, et al. 2010; Renshaw 1999; Rosenbluth 2007, 22; 
Steinberg 2012; Worthley, et al. 2009). It is the background of this last solution that this thesis aims 
to elucidate. I will do this by analysing previous literature in the field, supplemented with the results 
of interviews with working women and female students. 
 
The labour participation of Japanese women has been moderate in comparison to other developed 
nations: higher than in Italy and the United Kingdom, but lower than in the US, Germany and Canada 
(data from 2000: OECD 2011). Although Japanese men remain slightly more highly educated than 
Japanese women (according to Japan’s Statistics Bureau, in 2012, 58% of students enrolled in 
Japanese universities or graduate schools was male), the amount of executive level positions they 
occupy is not in proportion (Matsui, et al. 2010; Statistics Bureau 2014; Steinberg 2012). In large 
companies, 98,8% of executive level positions was occupied by men; a pattern not reflected by other 
developed nations, such as the US and Germany, where the percentages were 55,4% and 73,4% 
respectively by 2000 (OECD 2011). Why is this, and what are the consequences of this situation? 
 
In the following chapter I will present an overview of previous studies on the topic of women’s 
position in the Japanese labour market, their chances of advancement in the workplace and societal 
                                                          
1 Based on numbers from the Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, in October 2001 the age distribution of the total 
population was as follows: child population (0-14) 14,4%; productive-age population (15-64) 67,7%; aged population (65 and over) 18%. In 
March 2014 the distribution was: child population (0-14) 12,8%; productive-age population (15-64) 61,7%; aged population (65 and over) 
25,5%. Source: (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 2014). 
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factors that may impede their full labour participation. Additionally, I will explore the consequences 
(temporal) withdrawal from the labour market may have on women’s careers, as well as the stance 
of Japan’s government regarding the possibility of increasing women’s labour participation. 
 
I believe that in order to substantially contribute to the discussion on Japanese women’s increased 
participation in the labour market, it is vital to incorporate women’s voices, to find out to what they 
aspire, how they view their future and what the role of employment is in that future. This is 
important because without this information, policies aimed at attracting (more) women to the labour 
market will remain ineffective. The result of ineffective policies is that a large pool of relatively well-
educated people (i.e. Japanese women) is overlooked and excluded from the labour market, 
especially on executive levels. Because of this, the labour market becomes more inflexible and 
tackling the labour shortage becomes ever more difficult. There are examples of scholars who have 
interviewed women on the topic of employment: Jean Renshaw (1999) interviewed Japanese women 
managers, Tomoaki Iwai (1993) interviewed women who ran for office in the National Diet, and 
Ayumi Sasagawa (2004) interviewed university-educated mothers about their life paths. However, I 
found that in most recent studies, scholars talk about women, not with them. My research aims to fill 
this gap. Providing a theoretical framework based on existing literature, this thesis aims to 
supplement it with a contemporary account of the way a group of Japanese women views the labour 
market and to explore their aspirations. In order to incorporate women’s voices, I conducted 
interviews with Japanese women, both working women and women about to enter the labour 
market. After a note on the method of my research, which constitutes chapter 2, the results are 
presented in chapters 3, 4 and 5. 
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1: Working women’s position in the Japanese workplace 
 
For a better understanding of the results of the case studies of this research, this chapter provides an 
overview of women’s position in the workplace in Japan and explores several important studies in 
the field. Moreover, women’s chances of advancement in the workplace are assessed, followed by a 
summary of societal factors that may impede their full labour participation. This chapter furthermore 
explores the consequences of a temporal withdrawal from the labour market (for instance in order to 
have children) and indicates the stance of the Japanese government regarding working women in 
Japan. 
 
1.1 The numbers 
In many societies, gender inequality in the labour market and occupational segregation (the division 
of labour according to sex) can be observed, and Japanese society has been no exception (see Anker 
1997; Bando 2007; Brinton 1989; Karthaus-Tanaka 1995, 25-32; Kenjō 2005; Ogasawara 1998, 2-3; 
Smith 1987). The term ‘gender’ in sociological discourse refers to the images about ‘masculinity’ and 
‘femininity’ as constructed by societies and the roles in society men and women are expected to take 
on. These images and expectations are subjective, and can thus vary per society and change over 
time. When men and women do not have equal opportunities or an equal position due to these 
gender ideas, this is called ‘gender inequality’. 
 
The Japanese labour market has often been described as being characterised by gender inequality. 
These inequalities lie for instance in the ability to get employed in the first place, freedom of choice 
regarding type of job, opportunities to advance to an executive level position in companies and 
inequalities regarding wages (see Anker 1997; Bando 2007; Genda 1998; Iwai 1993; Karthaus-Tanaka 
1995; Lam 1992; Marikkar 2007; Renshaw 1999). Various scholars contend that women are seen as 
‘cheap, secondary workers’ in Japan (Brinton 1993; Broadbent 2003). This is illustrated by the 
number of women in part-time jobs, which are often simple, under-paid jobs without social security 
(Raymo and Lim 2011, 462). In 2012, about 55% of all working women worked part-time, compared 
to 35% of men. Or, of the total of non-regular employees (including temporary employees and daily 
employees) 64% of the positions are occupied by women (Statistics Bureau 2012).  
 
It cannot be argued that this distribution is a natural reflection of educational background. In fact, 
Japanese women are among the highest educated in the world. Around 43% of Japanese women 
have finished tertiary education, much more than the OECD average2 of 29%. Moreover, the 
university enrolment rate for 18-year old women is slightly higher than that of 18-year old men 
(76,5% and 76,2% respectively). Nonetheless, only about 65% of women with college degrees were 
employed in 2007, a percentage considerably lower than the OECD average of 80% (Matsui, et al. 
2010). Although the number of women with university degrees has risen in the last decades, the 
number of women in university-level jobs has not caught up accordingly (Brinton 1989, 552; Renshaw 
1999, 137). As Jean Renshaw puts it: “Japanese women are the best educated in the world, while 
they remain the most flagrantly wasted national resource” (1999, 247). 
                                                          
2 The OECD comprised of 20 predominantly developed countries in 6 continents. For more information see: 
http://www.oecd.org/about/membersandpartners/list-oecd-member-countries.htm 
7 
 
 
Not only the employment rate of educated women is lagging behind. Likewise, in spite of their 
education, the number of women in executive level jobs in companies or corporations is 
disproportionately low compared to the number of men in those jobs. According to the Gender 
Equality Bureau of Japan (2009b), women made up a scarce 6,6% of managers in private enterprises 
in 2008 (8). When it comes to higher management, women make up only 4,1% (Ibid., 10).  
It is argued that, because women are to a certain extent ‘expected’ to have children and thereupon 
quit their jobs (which over 70% of women still do) at some point in their lives, less effort is put into 
developing their careers in the form of promotions, training opportunities and other efforts directed 
at career advancement (Bando 2007, 6-7; Brinton 1989, 554; Higuchi 1996; Matsui, et al. 2010; 
Sasagawa 2004; Smith 1987; Steinberg 2012). Typically, women’s role in the Japanese workplace is to 
support men in managerial positions, rather than occupying these positions themselves (Marikkar 
2007). According to Yuko Ogasawara (2002): “The belief that there are no women in management in 
Japan continues to be shared not only by outside observers but by Japanese themselves. For many, 
there cannot be a female manager just like there is no hot ice cream” (226). This is also noted by Jean 
Renshaw (1999), who conducted an extensive research on women managers. Renshaw noted that 
many people contended not to know any women managers, and notes a “commonly held belief that 
management is not a proper role for women; that women managers are an aberration and therefore 
do not exist.” Thus, despite female managers do exist, they are so small in number that they remain a 
rare sight to many in Japan. 
 
A branch of the Cabinet Office called the ‘Gender Equality Bureau’ has been established in Japan, 
promoting occupational as well as social equality for women through government policies, and 
presenting information about gender equality in various forms to the public. Opinion surveys 
conducted by the Gender Equality Bureau in 2007 and 2009 on the position of women and of men in 
the workplace illustrate that many Japanese believe that the position of women is lower compared 
to that of men. The results of the 2007 and 2009 surveys are listed in Table 1 (see appendix 1). 
Regarding both social position and gender equality in the workplace, results indicate that a clear 
majority of both men and women believe that men are favoured over women. Although several laws 
were implemented to improve women’s position in the workplace around the 1990s, as described 
later, the outcomes of these surveys demonstrate that in recent years, most people still think men 
are favoured over women (Cabinet Office 2009; see also Strober and Chan 1999).  
 
1.2 Causes 
Factors that contribute to this gender inequality are numerous. However, many researchers ascribe it 
to the structure of the employment system in Japan (see Bando 2007, 7, 22; Brinton 1993; Broadbent 
2003; Lam 1993). Because the employment structure has a large impact on women’s careers, I will 
examine this impact in this section. 
 
Japan’s employment system is largely based on seniority and years of service; the longer one has 
worked continuously at one particular firm, the higher one’s salary and hierarchical position will be. 
The structure of the employment system is thus favourable for people who work continuously for a 
long time and spend much time at work. Basically, a temporary withdrawal from work at any point in 
one’s career is in most cases synonymous with the ‘end’ of one’s career. This poses a problem for 
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women in particular if such a ‘pause’ is required for having children. Naturally, giving birth is a task 
only women can fulfil. However, the upbringing of children (which occupies more time than just the 
act of giving birth does) is not a matter of sex; physically, both men and women can do it. However, 
in many cultures it has proven a matter of gender; women are often expected to take on this task 
and Japan is no exception (Renshaw 1999). It can be observed that in countries were women do not 
have to withdraw from the labour market per se in order to have children (for instance because of 
facilitative policies such as providing affordable daycare options) there is less gender inequality in the 
labour market3 (see also Rosenbluth 2007, 15-24). In contrast, as much as 70% of Japanese women 
quit work after having their first child (Matsui, et al. 2010). Various researchers have argued that 
thorough facilitative policies are still lacking in Japan, and that for women, having children in the 
majority of cases still means giving up one’s current job (Brinton 1993; Raymo and Lim 2011, 462; 
Shirahase 2007, 41).  
 
1.3 Temporal withdrawal from labour force 
This section explores some of the consequences of Japanese women’s temporal withdrawal from the 
labour force upon childbirth. 
As noted before, Japanese women are among the highest educated women in the world. Raymo and 
Lim (2011) state that it is precisely the high education of so many Japanese women which withholds 
them from getting back to the Japanese labour market after childbirth. They argue that university-
educated women have a strong desire to remain in the workforce after childbirth, but that when 
they do quit their jobs upon childbirth, chances are slim they re-enter the workforce (Ibid., 467). This 
is in part due to the absence of attractive, high-salaried jobs after temporary withdrawal from the 
workforce; a problem noted by other scholars as well (see Bando 2007, 7; Kenjō 2005; 2007, 124; 
Ogasawara 1998, 18). Having quit such jobs, the alternative prospect of working part-time in dead-
end, low-paid jobs instead of taking care of one’s child is thus not a very attractive one. This relates 
to another reason Raymo and Lim (2011, 464) highlight: the tendency of highly educated women to 
marry highly educated men, whom generally earn enough for the family without the wife having to 
work (see also Edwards 1994, 222). Thus, for women who are not required to supplement the 
household income, the difficulty to find attractive employment constitutes an important inhibiting 
factor for them to re-enter the workforce.  
 
Ayumi Sasagawa (2004) notes the same trend of mothers staying at home with their young children. 
However, rather than a lack of interesting jobs, she ascribes this trend to an increased freedom of life 
paths for (young) mothers. Although many women were graduating from universities in the post-
WWII years, social expectations pushed these women into stay-at-home mother roles until the 1990s. 
On the other hand, women who had children after 1990 had a freer choice to become a stay-at-
home mother or to work full-time. Based on interviews with mothers of various ages conducted 
between 1998 and 2000, she maintains that the women who had children after the ‘90s (Sasagawa 
refers to them as ‘young mothers’) were not pressured as much into becoming stay-at-home 
mothers but had more options to choose from (in contrast to the ‘older mothers’, those who gave 
                                                          
3 Examples of this are The Netherlands and Sweden. The Netherlands is known for the sharing of work between two (or more) persons, 
even with managerial functions. In both countries, maternity and child care leave are viable options and do not imply loss of career or job 
status (Kenjō, 2005; Euwals, Knoef and Vuuren 2011). 
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birth before 1990). The substantial number of these young mothers that did become a stay-at-home 
mother thus indicates a conscious choice to do so, a grave difference from the non-choice the 
generation before them was dealt with. Sasagawa: “It has become possible (…) for mothers to pursue 
a career and to climb the ladder of professional success if they have strong motivation and sufficient 
child support. However, full-time mothers of the younger generation stay at home if they see that 
choice as more conducive to their own fulfilment. (…) Young mothers have (…) begun to think of 
themselves as creators of their own lives” (Ibid., 184). Thus, since it is important for Japan to entice 
more of the mothers that are currently staying at home to start working (again), it is essential to 
further investigate which (kinds of) revisions in employment structure, workplace environment 
and/or childcare facilities they require. 
 
1.4 Japan’s official stance towards more women working 
The Japanese government at first sight seems in favour of facilitating more women to start and 
remain in work. The Gender Equality Bureau described above was established in 2001. Its main goal 
is to plan and coordinate policies regarding gender equality in Japan, including workplace policies. 
Concretely, in recent years there have been a number of new laws and law amendments 
implemented that aim to facilitate women’s work outside the home. In addition, the current ruling 
party, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) says they support more women joining the workforce. 
However, the constancy of the government’s vision regarding women’s employment is questioned by 
many.  
  
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe expressed “having no less than 30 per cent of leadership 
positions in all areas of society filled by women by 2020” as one of his party’s major goals during his 
speech at the Japan National Press Club (Abe 2013). The trustworthiness of this intention is being 
disputed not only in popular media4 and by one of my respondents during the interviews5, but also 
by members of the opposition party the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), as well as members of his 
own party, the LDP. This year, a great stir was caused after a board member of Japan Broadcasting 
Corporation (NHK), Michiko Hasegawa, elected by Abe himself, published an essay in which she 
states that the only solution for Japan’s declining birth-rate is that the government revokes her 
‘mistake’ (the implementing of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL)), and that the 
younger generation return to the “common sense situation in which women fulfil their most 
important role, that of bearing and bringing up children, while the husband earns sufficient income 
to support his family”6 (Hasegawa 2014). Abe withheld an official comment upon being inquired in 
the Upper House a month later, claiming “not to have read [the essay]” (The Asahi Shimbun 2014). In 
fact, the installation of the LDP back into the Lower House in December 2012 meant a decline of 30% 
of the number of women lawmakers taking seat there, to 38 of a total of 480 members (Reynolds 
and Hirokawa 2013). Comparing this to other countries, Japan ranks as low as 132nd (out of 189 
                                                          
4 See newsmagazine Bloomberg (Reynolds en Hirokawa 2013). 
5 Respondent R said that she felt that Abe was simply charming people with his words, but that, as long as he keeps on using women as 
pawns, his words were just empty promises.  
6 Own translation.  
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countries) in terms of female participation in the Lower House of the cabinet7 (Inter-Parliamentary 
Union 2014).  
Considering legislation that facilitates women to participate in the labour market, the most 
important laws have been the Equal Employment Opportunity Law (EEOL) (enacted in 1986) and the 
Child-Care Leave Law (CCLL), passed in 1991. The Equal Employment Opportunity Law promotes 
equal wages and job opportunities for women by “prohibit[ing] gender discrimination with respect to 
vocational training, fringe benefits, retirement, and dismissal. It also urges firms to try to equalize 
opportunity with regard to recruitment, hiring, job assignment, and promotion” (Edwards 1988, 240). 
However, the actual impact of this law on Japanese women’s economic status is negated by some. 
Linda Edwards (Ibid., 249) evaluated the possible effectiveness of the law already in 1988, and insists 
that the EEOL “will not have a significant impact on women's economic opportunities in Japan”. She 
argues that the way in which employment is organized in Japan, valuing uninterrupted tenure, 
combined with the working patterns of the majority of women, prevent the law from having a 
substantial effect. Therefore, a better maternity plan would be necessary, Edwards claims8. A few 
years after the implementation of the law, Alice Lam (1993) points out that while a select group of 
ambitious women may be provided with more career options, the majority of women is not. 
According to Lam, since the introduction of the EEOL Japanese companies have displayed a tendency 
towards inflexible career programs, to ensure that long standing career patterns (often favouring 
men) are not jeopardized. This way, the EEOL only benefits a happy few and is prevented from 
“inflating the expectations of all women” (Ibid., 217). Edwards (1994), assessing the law’s 
effectiveness again eight years after its implementation, also notes the inflexible career programs, 
which ensure that primarily men are eligible for promotions (229-231).  
Others, like economist and scholar Yoshio Higuchi (2007), claim that the law did have some positive 
effect of bringing more women into the workplace. He presents tables that show a substantial 
increase of women working fulltime after marriage and after childbirth since the law came into effect 
(see appendix 2). However, according to Higuchi, this effect is due to a combination of the EEOL and 
other facilitative laws and law amendments. Furthermore, these numbers are solely elevated by 
women in a handful of companies that were already promoting women to higher positions before 
the law. Companies that have traditionally not promoted women are not starting to do so after the 
law. This brings about a bipolarisation of companies and only the women in the first-mentioned, 
open companies benefit (Ibid., 65). In conclusion, Higuchi regards the increased participation of 
women in the workforce after marriage and/or childbirth since the implementation of the EEOL as 
being not (yet) enough to allay the labour shortage Japan faces and further law amendments are in 
place.  
The above suggests that the overall position of women in the labour force has not yet improved to 
the point where it is comparable to that of men, despite the implementation of the EEOL. The 
intention may have been proper, but the advisory character (rather than a compulsory one) of the 
law and uncooperativeness of companies have limited its effectiveness. Similar problems were 
encountered with the Child-Care Leave Law.  
 
                                                          
7 1st place is occupied by Rwanda with 63,8%, whereas last place (149th) is shared by Micronesia, Palau, Qatar and Vanuatu, all 0% (Inter-
Parliamentary Union 2014). 
8 The ‘better maternity plan’ Edwards saw necessary came about only a few years later in the form of the ‘Child-Care Leave Law’. 
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The aim of the Child-Care Leave Law (CCLL), which was implemented in 1992, was to make it easier 
for women to remain in the job market in the case of family planning. Higuchi saw the CCLL as: “[a] 
response to the sharply declining birth rate, fears of labour shortage and the desire of women to 
work” (Higuchi 1996, 33). He believes that the law does facilitate working women to have children 
without dropping out of the workforce, however, he maintains that the implementation should be 
more ubiquitous and the costs of it should be borne by “society as a whole” rather than individual 
firms (Ibid., 50). On another occasion, Waldfogel, Higuchi and Abe (1998) have argued that, although 
leave programs have strong positive effects on women’s retention rate in companies where such 
programs are implemented, the amount of companies lacking those programs remains too large (7). 
Therefore, an overall increase in job retention over the course of childbirth is limited. 
 
This correlates to what researchers have argued to be the reason Japan’s EEOL has remained 
ineffective (Boling 2007, 148-149; Brinton 1993, 233; Edwards 1988). Because policies do not take 
women’s opinions into account, they consequently provide them with opportunities women were 
not asking for. There have been indications that Japan’s rigid employment system is becoming more 
relaxed. The ‘lifetime employment system’9 has been weakening since Japan’s economic collapse in 
the late 1990s (Mathews 2004). This means that regular employment no longer guarantees to last 
one a lifetime, providing a stable income for the rest of one’s life. However, it also means that the 
labour market becomes more flexible, with room for career changes and possibly intermissions of 
one’s career. Such a scenario would directly benefit the Japanese labour market in many ways, 
enabling more women to re-enter the workplace after childbirth being just one of them10. 
Thus, legislation aimed at facilitating women’s entrance to the labour market (also after childbirth) 
and at improving leave possibilities is certainly beneficial. However, when the strenuous employment 
system, emphasizing tenure and working long hours, does not relax, the laws will only have limited 
effect. 
 
                                                          
9 The ‘lifetime employment system’ in Japan denotes a system of employment in which someone is employed right after graduation and 
remains working for the same employer until their retirement (see Mathews 2004). 
10 Another way in which the labour market would benefit is that arguably, in a labour market that accommodates career changes, more 
people would find themselves in jobs that suit their interests and talents, thus creating more capable teams of employees in companies. 
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2: Method 
 
This chapter describes the methodology of the research, the research design, demographic 
information of the respondents and the validity and limitations of the research. 
 
2.1 Methodology 
The aim of my research is to shed light upon women’s own, personal views on their place in the 
labour market and their aspirations therein. Furthermore I will explore how women feel they adjust 
their aspirations depending on what they think is an attainable goal. The majority of previous studies 
focused on laws, gender roles and the structure of the employment system altogether. While these 
are very important issues to analyse when you take on the problem of labour shortage, I felt that the 
literature lacked an emic approach. With such an approach (reviewing individual opinions), the 
qualitative method of interviewing is very suitable. Fundamental to qualitative research is the 
assumption of the existence of multiple realities. All of the respondents participated in various social 
milieus, which influence their personal attitudes and ideas (for example, they were influenced by 
example role models, which will be expounded upon in chapter 5.2). They all create meaning for the 
world around them in different ways. It is these personal attitudes and ideas which leads my 
respondents to make choices in their lives and which this thesis aims to investigate. 
 
2.2 Research design 
Concretely, the method I employed is semi-structured, in-depth interviews with both Japanese 
working women and (female) students in Japan who provided me with their life-stories. This way, I 
can review the perspectives on the labour market and the goals and ambitions of women about to 
start working as well as women who have already had several years of experience. In-depth 
interviews with working women will provide first-hand information on the views of these women on 
the labour market. I complement this information by interviewing female students because this will 
illustrate the motivations and views of a younger generation. These girls have not entered the labour 
market yet and therefore may not have a clear idea of their actual position and chances of 
advancement. This is especially valuable information for my thesis, since this generation is the one 
that is expected to fortify the labour force in due time. This way, I can review the perspectives on the 
labour market and the goals and ambitions of women about to start working as well as women who 
have already had several years of experience. In the period between October 2013 and February 
2014 I conducted nine interviews. 
 
I interviewed the participatns using a basic questionnaire that was for most part formulated before I 
came to Japan (the questionnaires, Japanese as well as a translated English version, can be found in 
appendix 3). I conducted face-to-face interviews because I thought this was the best way to establish 
rapport, win trust and have the respondents talk comfortably and in a free manner. For the same 
reason I conducted the interviews in public facilities (various cafes) throughout Tokyo. I believe that 
in Japan the home sphere is considered very private and consequently a house visit is rather irregular. 
I did not want to bother the respondents in their own homes or ask of them to come to my house, 
which was quite far from the city. Furthermore, since the interviews covered very private 
information, also concerning the respondent’s jobs, I felt that the workplace, although convenient, 
would not constitute a place where my respondents would be able to talk freely. Therefore I chose to 
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conduct my interviews in public facilities in an area convenient for the respondent. Upon consent, I 
taped the interviews using the voice-recorder of an mp3-player. In order to protect the respondents’ 
privacy, the initials used in the text of both the respondents and their companies are entirely fictional. 
 
Originally, I wanted to interview only female reporters (writers and editors for magazines or 
newspapers) considering I wanted to narrow down to a specific occupational group. I decided I would 
use my personal network for the necessary introductions, and after a few introductions rely on the 
snowball effect, where respondents introduce new contacts to the interviewer. However, after the 
first few introductions I experienced troubles finding new interviewees strictly within the 
occupational group of reporters and decided to slightly loosen my target group, including other 
occupations within the publishing business (such as a magazine photographer). Regarding the 
student interviewees, I also employed a looser selection criterion. The Japanese education system is 
shaped in such a way that students are often not specifically trained for the work they find after 
graduation (Karthaus-Tanaka 1995, 37; Mori 2004, 157-158). I similarly noticed that many 
respondents working in the publishing business were not specifically trained for the work they did. 
Therefore I decided not to limit my target group to students specifically in journalism colleges but to 
broaden it to students in Humanities in general. Some of my respondents did come from specific 
journalism education institutions, but others studied literature or psychology in university. 
 
A summary of the demographics of my respondents at the time of the interviews: 
 Japanese women who were between the ages 22 and 50 (the number in brackets behind the 
respondent’s initial corresponds to her age). 
 Six women were working (all of them in the city of Tokyo), three were still studying (all of 
them in Keio University in Tokyo). 
 Of the six working women, four worked for a publisher specialized in women’s magazines 
and books S&S (all of them worked for more than six months), one worked for manga 
(graphic novel) publisher BT (about six months) and one for publisher WD (less than six 
months). 
 Four out of the six working women had fulltime, regular-employee status, two women 
worked freelance. 
 Two women graduated from vocational schools and seven graduated (or were in the process 
of graduating) from a university. Of those seven, one did her entire programme abroad and 
one partly (both in the US). 
 None of the women had children. 
 Only one of the women was married.  
 
2.3 Validity and limitations 
My research sample was small and therefore the results of the study cannot be generalized about 
the entire female Japanese population. I originally intended to interview about ten people. However, 
halfway through my research I thought a bigger sample might be better and tried using my network 
to get introduced to more possible interviewees. However, in Japan it is very difficult to get people to 
agree to be interviewed without an initial introduction by an acquaintance or co-worker, which is 
why an extensive network is very important. Other social researchers in Japan have experienced 
similar problems (see Bestor, Steinhoff and Bestor 2003, especially the chapters by Suzanne Culter 
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and David T. Johnson). However, after initial introductions by a personal friend in the field, the 
snowball technique only yielded one extra respondent. Other respondents were found through 
introductions by my research supervisor at Keio University in Japan and personal acquaintance. This 
is the main reason why the backgrounds of my respondents (many graduated university (seven 
women) of whom five graduated Keio University) are especially similar. Furthermore, for most of my 
younger respondents, having children was something they speculated about, but which was not 
necessarily planned for the near future. Only one of my respondents was married and indicated to 
want to have children soon. 
Thus, the results from this sample will illustrate the ideas that some Japanese women have about 
work and life. This research is a pilot study, employing several individual accounts of women’s 
personal stories. Further research will benefit from a larger, randomly selected sample in order to 
increase general applicability. 
Secondly, the interviews were all conducted in Japanese. Japanese was the mother tongue for all my 
respondents and would thus facilitate more elaborate responses. However, since Japanese is not my 
mother tongue, it may be possible that I missed subtle insinuations or that my questions may have 
come across differently than I intended. There were some instances where I experienced trouble 
during transcription, where I could not with absolute certainty fill in what was being said. I asked a 
Japanese native speaker to assist here and we took down most of the uncertainties, ensuring an as 
accurate as possible result.  
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3: What do women want? 
 
It can be argued that in order to entice more women to work and remain in work after childbirth, it is 
key to understand how to entice them. Various scholars have argued that present day constitutes a 
perfect chance to incorporate women’s ambitions and desires in the employment system to a higher 
degree since the number of women participating in the workforce is rising steadily (Higuchi 2007), 
women have become more career conscious (Edwards 1994, 234), and they enjoy an increased 
freedom of choice regarding their life paths (Sasagawa 2004, 184). This is why especially now, 
women’s voices ought to be heard.  
 
The following chapter investigates what it is that women find important in their jobs. What kinds of 
policies regarding family planning, if any, do they seek? In other words, how are women motivated to 
work? This chapter will review previous research regarding this issue and complement it with the 
results of my own research. 
 
As indicated in chapter 1.4, the Japanese government is trying to tempt more women to start and 
remain working by adjusting legislation in order to facilitate women’s freedom of movement 
between the workplace and the home, and to promote gender equality in the workplace. However, 
the extent to which these adjustments are effective remains problematic. It can be argued that the 
legislation is not as much tailored to women’s desires as it is to what Japan’s decision makers (who, 
as demonstrated in chapter 1, are for a large part men) presume women’s desires are. For instance, 
according to Mary Brinton (1993) it is not solely the women’s working conditions that need to be 
amended, but that of men as well. Seeing the way men work in Japan, making long hours which only 
increase when one’s career advances, women may not aspire the same lifestyle11. The employment 
system, which takes up a substantial part of men’s waking hours, combined with traditional gender 
roles (such as men as breadwinners and women as homemakers) is no longer satisfactory for many 
Japanese. Rather, a more lenient corporate culture that leaves sufficient free time may entice more 
women to start work, remain in work and possibly strive for top level positions. Shunta Mori (2004) 
found such results when he studied a group of working Japanese (in Japan) most of whom had 
experience studying abroad. Mori indicates that many younger Japanese are no longer satisfied with 
“the organizational culture in Japan in terms of its leadership, its seniority system, and its treatment 
of women” (166). 
 
Mariko Bando has written many publications on the topic of Japanese women’s needs and desires 
regarding work. Her book The Dignity of a Woman12 was a bestseller in Japan, featuring a plethora of 
advices for women on how to behave oneself in an elegant manner in work and private life. She 
strongly believes that more women in decision-making positions will benefit Japan’s society: “to 
                                                          
11
 Similar arguments have been made by Yuko Ogasawara (1998), who argues that Japanese women generally lead a more relaxed lifestyle 
than Japanese ‘salarymen’ or regular (office) employees and hold considerably more power within the family than their husbands do; and 
by Mariko Bando (2007, 18-19), who interviewed women executives in Japan. Moreover, Yoshio Higuchi (2013), states that a revision of 
gender roles is necessary, in addition to changes in Japan’s legislation and social security system towards a “more neutral system in which 
working does not become unprofitable” (70). 
12 The English translation was published in 2008, the original (‘Josei no Hinkaku’) was published in 2006. 
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reflect women’s needs economically and socially, expanding of their participation in decision-making 
in Japan is not only indispensable and will have great significance in expanding the layer of talented 
individuals who can support the nation’s aging society (…), but also in creating more chances to 
demonstrate women’s abilities and removing prejudice against them” (Bando 2007, 1). This can be 
reached by government policies that increase equality regarding wage and job opportunities and that 
support working outside the home for women by realizing better childcare facilities. Another 
important issue is that gender attitudes held by Japanese change, and that women receive more 
support from people within their personal environment (Ibid., 29-30). Bando has a positive outlook 
on the position of women in the labour market in the near future, provided that the government 
takes action to increase gender equality and more egalitarian attitudes of Japanese men and women. 
 
When it comes to motivating men and women in a workplace environment, women have been 
argued to pursue different aspects than men do (see Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret 2005; Melamed 1996). 
For instance, social recognition depending on occupational success may urge men to develop a 
career, but women may not feel the same pressure. Furthermore, according to statistics by the 
Cabinet Office, Japanese women, unlike their male counterparts, do not feel certain socialized 
expectations such as the necessity to become the breadwinner of the family (Cabinet Office 2009). 
Rather, in a study on women who ran for office in the National Diet, which is conceivably more 
strenuous than a conventional full-time position, Tomoaki Iwai (1993) found that most of the 18 
women he interviewed faced strong opposition of their husbands regarding their candidateship (111). 
In many cases, this was connected to expectations that the women stay at home taking care of the 
family. Thus, since women lack certain extrinsic motivators (social expectations that they provide 
income for the family) that do apply to men, they will find other values than their male counterparts 
in their work. When a strong financial incentive is absent (which can be argued to be the case in 
Japan)13, it is essential that the choice to work (and, if desired, develop a career) is made attractive 
for women in different aspects.  
Various researchers have maintained that women stress different factors than men when it comes to 
the question ‘what is a successful career’. Herein, an answer towards what women find important in 
employment can also be found. For instance, occupational attainment is often determined by 
hierarchical position in the company and motivation of employees has regularly concentrated on 
monetary rewards (see Melamed 1996; Todeschini 2011, 52). However, it has been indicated that 
salary is not regarded as among most important factors for working women (Lynn, Yamauchi and 
Tachibana 1991; Lortie-Lusser and Rinfret 2012, 610; Renshaw 1999; Sturges 1999). Hirotsugu 
Yamauchi (1995) found that Japanese female (non-managerial) clerks rated convenience, facilities 
and secondary working conditions as the most important factors in their work, above future 
prospects, professional growth and prestige (791). Jane Sturges (1999) researched women in 
managerial positions. Based on interviews with 18 male and 18 female managers in the UK, she 
concludes that when it comes to gauging occupational success, women place importance on 
                                                          
13
 In fact, women who have a husband as a main breadwinner are discouraged to earn a lot due to the Japanese tax system. They face 
stringent tax subtractions and are excluded from certain exemptions regarding social welfare payments when they earn an income above 
certain levels (1.030.000 yen and 1.300.000 yen respectively). As a consequence, they will have to work either earning just under these 
respective income levels or far over them otherwise the increased tax subtractions and social payments amount to more than the 
increased payment, thus leaving them with less net income than when they would have worked earning beneath these levels (see NHK 
Close Up Gendai 2014). 
17 
 
qualitative measures such as ‘personal development’, ‘accomplishment and achievement’, ‘personal 
recognition’ and the ‘content’ of their work (1999, 247). Although Sturges’ respondents were British 
managers while mine were Japanese women not in managerial positions, the qualitative aspects of 
work (especially of work content) she emphasizes became a leading aspect of my own research. 
 
3.1 Discrepancy between women’s desires and employer’s assumption of women’s 
desires 
From my interviewees, especially respondent N (37) highlighted the discord between male 
management and female subordinates in the case of her own company, S&S. N, the only married 
woman in my sample, plans to have children. She has worked as an editor/writer for S&S for 
fourteen years. S&S is a medium-sized publisher of books and magazines, mainly dealing with topics 
such as cooking, home-making, interior and current affairs. S&S is based in Tokyo, with 141 
employees of which 55 are women (numbers of May 2014, information from company website).  
 
N: You know, I don’t want to complain, but there is a difference between men and 
women and in any case, men won’t understand women’s feelings. Women are… ehm, 
girls…. Under the subordinates, there are many women. Like me, there are many 
women. But above them, there are always all men. These men understand their male 
subordinates but they have no clue about the women subordinates. So.. 
Interviewer: What exactly do they not have a clue about? 
N: Well eh, for instance the way to treat them; I’m sure they have no clue about how 
saying certain things to women make them feel. 
 
Respondent N noted that her bosses had always been men, and indicated that she felt chances of her 
ever advancing to a hierarchically higher position were slim. However, she did not seem to mind this 
in her own case and was happy to stay in the position she employed at the time of the interview. 
Thus, that which respondent N felt unhappy about was not as much the lack of chances to become a 
superior, but the way (some of) the male superiors treated their female subordinates. 
 
In other words, not only is it important for Japan’s legislators to know what the desires of Japanese 
women are, but also for those in power in the workplace. In line of what Lortie-Lussier and Rinfret, 
and Melamed asserted (as described above), it is crucial that the superiors know how the employees 
want to be treated and how they want to be rewarded (see Lortie-Lussier en Rinfret 2005; Melamed 
1996; Worthley, et al. 2009). Then these desires can be anticipated and a workplace where both men 
and women alike are motivated can be realized.  
 
Work content 
When asked what they found the most important aspect of their job, various respondents indicated 
factors relating to the content of the work. Although the ambitions of the women widely varied, a 
desire most of them indicated to look for in work was, quite simply, pleasure. The form of this 
concept of pleasure was explained by the women in various ways.  
 
For some, a passion for the industry constituted pleasure in their work. For example, E (24), who has 
loved reading manga from when she was a little girl and has been wanting to (help) produce manga 
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since. Her current job as a manga editor is thus her dream job. E did indicate that she would consider 
working as a ‘non-manga’-editor as well, but only to gain experience and apply for a job in the manga 
industry later in life. For others, pleasure was found in the job itself. Respondent S (23), who worked 
as an editor for S&S for half a year at the time of the interview, indicated that she enjoyed her job 
very much, even though she had been placed in another department than she initially preferred. S 
spoke of her dream to start up a music magazine in the future. However, depending on how she 
would develop at S&S, she states: “There is always a chance that the pleasure I have in my current 
job becomes stronger than my dream [of starting my own magazine]. I think that perhaps, the 
pleasure I have in my work right now might possibly make me forget about my current dream [in the 
future]”. 
One respondent specifically noted that her frequent in-company transfers kept the work challenging 
and prevented her from getting bored while basically staying in the same hierarchical position.  
 
N (37): “It’s not likely that I’ll work in this department for the rest of my life.” 
Interviewer: “Do you look forward to those transfers you anticipate?” 
N: “Yeah, well, maybe, eh, I don’t mind where I am now, but from the perspective of the 
company, they won’t have a person in the same spot for such a long time. They want 
them to gain experience in other areas as well. In fact, I might even be placed with a 
completely different magazine.” 
Interviewer: “Would you prefer that [way of working]?” 
N: “Well, you do experience a lot of things. Different magazines are… Yeah, I think I can 
work [for S&S] until my retirement.” 
 
These results indicate that interesting, challenging work may constitute a strong motivator for 
women to (remain in) work. Among the responses of other interviewees I also found that many 
emphasized the content of their work, in addition to the possibility to create their own work. Since all 
my interviewees were working (or about to start working) in the publishing or television business, 
the prospect of being able to create their own magazine, manga, book or television show 
respectively in the future constituted a major point of fulfilment and pleasure they found in work. 
 
Thus, for almost all of my respondents, the pleasure they gained from work and the way they found 
(positive) challenge therein was essential for their work motivation. This suggests that when women 
are provided with the opportunity to engage in challenging and pleasurable work, this will stimulate 
more women to work even after withdrawal of the labour market upon childbirth. 
 
Although some of the women noted that they plan to remain in work after marriage in order to be 
financially independent, none of them expressed a desire to become particularly rich. It has been 
suggested that internal factors such as personal development may be more indicative of career 
satisfaction for women than monetary compensation. Furthermore it was found that, for women, 
this development incorporated interesting and challenging work and an adequate work-life balance 
(Sturges 1999). Nonetheless, the respondents that spoke about financial independence specifically 
related this to the issue of marriage (i.e. not being financially dependent on a current or future 
husband). The next paragraph will focus on the respondents’ desires concerning family planning and 
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relate it to law amendments and in-company policies that were established to facilitate family 
planning. 
 
3.2 Desires concerning family planning 
One of the main problems that previously mentioned legislation such as the EEOL and the CCLL 
attempts to tackle is the difficulty women experience combining their job and housework (including 
childcare). In order to increase the chances of future legislation or in-company regulation to be 
effective (in bringing more women into the workforce, and staying there), it is essential to have a 
thorough appreciation of women’s desires regarding family planning and the combination of job and 
housework. Although it is important to understand (and meet) the desires of male workers as well, it 
is especially women who are the ones charged with certain family tasks (childbirth etc.) and 
consequently, it is especially women whose careers are burdened by this. Moreover, as shown 
before, women are the ones of whom we can expect the greatest increase in workforce participation. 
Therefore a thorough understanding of their desires concerning family planning and, consequently, 
legislation or in-company regulations to meet these desires, will be highly beneficial. 
 
The above relates to the following argument made by Yoshio Higuchi (1996). Higuchi argues that an 
early process of decision-making will operate when it comes to secondary working conditions 
regarding childcare leave. Arguing that childcare leave is a very important secondary working 
condition for many women, he states that women who have decided on beforehand (i.e. before 
applying for a job) they want to re-enter the workplace after childbearing, will consciously choose for 
a company that provides good childcare leave conditions, whereas those who already know that they 
will quit after childbearing will not necessarily take this into account (bid., 42). Therefore, companies 
that have a thorough leave system will attract those women who are more ambitious concerning the 
development of a career. However, this process of early selection regarding childcare leave was not 
reflected in my data.  
 
The amount of (realistic) thought the respondents had given childbearing varied. Many were still 
young and without a long-term relationship. Only one of the women was married and wanted to 
have children in the near future (respondent N). One respondent decided not to have children and 
another one indicated that she probably did not want children now or in the future. The other 
respondents were open to the idea of having children, although for some the consequences it would 
have on their careers was unclear. All of the respondents seemed to be aware of the general 
difficulty in Japan to combine work and childcare, and most of them preferred to be able to return to 
their job after childbirth and/or childcare. Also, there are those that give precedence to their work 
over having children. When I asked respondent S (23, working as an editor for S&S) if she wants to 
remain working her whole life, she replies:  
 
“You know, for me, even if I get married, I definitely don’t want to give up my job, even if I 
have children, I want to work. That is, since I’ve gotten the job that I’ve dreamt of since my 
junior high school days, [quitting] would be a such a waste. As I thought, my work is really 
fun, so I don’t want to quit. (…) It seems like if I keep on working this way, I won’t even have 
time to have children. I wonder… (…) But, when I talk with friends of about my age, 
eventually, there are quite a lot of friends who say they want to get married as soon as 
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possible when they reach about 23. But I always think, even though you’ve worked so hard 
hunting for jobs until just recently, and obtained a job, to quit that so easily… From my 
perspective, I think ‘What did [I] even do all that work for? It’s such a waste to quit work 
upon marriage’.”  
 
To S, the time she spent in university and consequently the years she would build up in the company 
would go to waste if she ever quit to have children. However, S, as a regular employee, would at 
least have the possibility to take maternity leave, which was a well-established system in her 
company. For non-regular employee14 of the same company (i.e. freelancer), photographer M (30), 
this was out of the question. In the case of the employer of both S and M, publisher S&S, childcare 
leave can only be taken up by regular employees, women under any other contract will have to quit 
when they get pregnant. M has made other plans for if she ever gets pregnant: 
 
“I won’t stop working when I get married. When I have children, the ideal situation is, eh, 
that I go back to my hometown, eh, that I go back to Nagano. Then, I will raise them 
while shooting pictures, haha! Because with my current job, I have to go all kinds of 
places every day, I don’t think I’ll be able to continue when I have children. If I have a job 
that I can do myself, I mean in my own pace, I want to raise my children and work at the 
same time. That sounds good. If possible, I’d like to do it like that.” 
When I ask M what she plans to do with the children during her working hours: 
M: “To my mum, haha! I wouldn’t live together, but at least close by. That, or I would 
bring them to a daycare. A daycare, or carry them around at work, haha! That might be 
impossible…”  
 
Since M plans to be self-employed by the time she might have children, in-company regulations are 
not her concern. However, public facilities such as affordable daycare may prove useful. Not only in 
the case of M, but also for the other respondents, affordable daycare will help facilitate the much 
sought-after ideal of combining work and children in a satisfying manner. Three out of nine women 
mentioned that they strived for this ideal. Jean Renshaw, interviewing Japanese women in 
managerial positions, notes that “for all the women interviewed, their career path included a family 
path”. Only one interviewee (out of a total of over 160 women) decided not to marry because she 
thought it would be impossible to combine a career and marriage (Renshaw 1999).  
In contrast to Higuchi’s argument on early inquiries about childcare leave programs described above, 
not one of my respondents had taken into account how childcare leave was organized at their 
company before applying. In fact, some of them were unsure how many years childcare leave they 
were allowed to take up. Nevertheless, many of them were very happy with the possibilities offered 
by their employer in this regard and some regarded themselves ‘lucky’ in that respect, compared to 
their friends. The fact that the women I interviewed did not check the conditions for taking up leave 
may indicate that young women do not consider childcare leave seriously before they have been 
employed. On the other hand, it might indicate that, since the establishment of childcare leave 
regulations within companies is encouraged with the implementation of the CCLL, they are not 
worried about taking up leave with regardless which company. However, there are currently no 
                                                          
14 M is referred to in Japanese as ‘keiyakushain’ (契約社員). 
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repercussions for companies that do not facilitate childcare leave. In fact, according to the ministry of 
Health, Labour and Welfare, only 66,4% of companies had established a childcare leave system by 
2008 (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 2010). According to a newspaper, a more recent survey 
carried out by Japanese publisher of a recruiting paper Aidem Inc., revealed that around 25% of 
companies wanted women to quit upon childbirth, and 30% answered they wanted women to return 
(The Japan Times 2012). Nonetheless, my respondents did not indicate that they checked the stance 
of their future employer regarding childcare leave. 
 
Respondent K (21), recently graduated and in the process of application for work within the 
television business, has already conceived somewhat of an idea of how she will go about family 
planning and work:  
 
“I want to get married but even if I get married I want to work. I’ll probably want to keep 
working the whole time. When I have children, since there is a program for childcare 
leave, I want to take up leave once, and spend about a year with my children. When 
they are two or three years old, I will take them to a daycare and work for the time 
being, something like that.” 
 
Although K did not specifically check possibilities regarding leave with every employer she applied for, 
she did have an idea that treatment of women in the television business was fairly favourable, based 
on conversations with working women during recruiting sessions of several companies. K’s plan to 
return to work after spending a year with her child at home seemed to be based on the assumption 
that taking leave would be a possibility. 
 
Respondent W (23) similarly found out about the company’s attitude towards women only after she 
was hired. She finished her training period and will start working shortly at WD, a Tokyo-based 
publisher of books and magazines covering a large range of topics, including lifestyle, self-
development and history15. Regarding taking up leave for childcare, W anticipated more difficulty 
because “within publishing, there are quite a lot of fairly conservative companies. It’s an industry in 
which you can’t really take up maternity leave”. However, W indicated that she had a feeling the 
company would be relatively kind to female employees when during her interview there was a 
woman present in the middle of the interviewers. After she started working, she saw that a 
substantial number of her superiors were women, and that several women were absent because 
they were on maternity leave. 
 
Of the women who had started working, only one seemed well informed about the possibilities to 
take up leave with her employer. Respondent N (37) explained how at publisher S&S, all the women 
who had children basically took up maternity leave of around a year, and if necessary extended it half 
a year more. This leave was unpaid by the employer, but from 2014 mothers would receive a 
compensation through employment insurance into which companies can enrol amounting to half 
their previous salary.  
                                                          
15
 The number of employees was not listed on the company website. 
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However, most of the others were not as well informed about the leave possibilities. Respondent O 
(25, working as an editor for S&S for nearly two years and not married) noticed that although the 
system for childcare leave was established at many companies, there often exists a taboo on 
requesting it. She envisioned that when more women start occupying high positions within 
companies, their voices regarding leave will be heard and the system will become more 
accommodating towards women who want to take leave. Others indicated that, hypothetically, if 
they were made to quit upon childbirth, for instance because they wanted to be at home with their 
children until they reached the age of three, they would do so and search for a new job later. Many 
respondents seemed certain of being able to take up leave and return to their previous position, 
regardless of the statistics presented above, that one out of three companies has no childcare leave 
system established, and about one out of four companies want women to quit upon childbirth. 
 
What does the fact that none of my respondents checked their company’s possibilities regarding 
leave before application indicate? One explanation is that some of these women (except N, who has 
to stay employed to supplement the household income, and Y, who plans not to marry) in the end 
depend on their (to-be) husband’s salary after childbirth and see their own employment as providing 
a welcome albeit not indispensable extra income or a rewarding way to spend their time until they 
focus on childcare. However, I believe this is not the case. Out of the respondents that indicated at 
least an interest towards having children, the two who were well-informed were aged 37 
(respondent N) and 25 (respondent O) respectively. The others were 21 (respondent K) and 23 
(respondent W and respondent S)16. My results may have reflected that for many young women, 
having children and the effect it has on their jobs is such a remote future that it simply does not 
occur to them to take that into account before applying for a job. This would be an interesting topic 
for future, more large-scale studies. 
  
                                                          
16 Respondents R (23), E (24) and Y (50) are not included because they indicated not to want children, respondent M is excluded because 
she plans to have children after she has quit her current company. 
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3.3 Desires concerning (financial) independence 
Although none of the women expressed a desire to become particularly rich, the income they earned 
through work outside the home provided a much-appreciated (financial) independence (respondents 
R (23), W (23) and Y (50)) or an indispensable part of the household income (respondent N (37)). The 
desires of the interviewees regarding financial compensation and its relation to independence are 
described in this paragraph. 
 
Respondent W (23) will shortly start working for a publisher of various books and magazines. She has 
already started her introductory course at the company. For W, working provides income which 
means (financial) independence, something she does not plan to give up after marriage:  
  
W: “I want to get back [to work].” 
Interviewer: “To the position you held before? The work you had before, without 
change?” 
W: “Yeah, I think I’ll want to return to the position I have now. Yeah. I, eh, even if I 
would get married or something, I would want to make enough to cover my own living 
expenses.”  
 
R (23), similarly to W, sees working as a means to provide for herself. She prefers to stay employed 
after marriage (and hypothetically, childbearing, but R indicated that she “cannot stand children” so 
she might not have any children). 
 
R: “For me, I hate depending on a husband. I definitely don’t want to depend on a 
partner like, financially and, well, all sorts of things really. It would be strange to say that 
[I want to be in a position where] I can get divorced at any time, but I mean, I want to be 
someone who can take care of herself. Therefore, when you’ve mastered the skills 
needed and you’ve attained the necessary financial power, only then you can stop 
working, I believe. So until that time its either combining [work and family], or work.” 
 
However, one should not be tempted to assume that such a desire for independence is something 
only found among young girls. Respondent Y (50) started working freelance for S&S at 39, after she 
had worked as a freelance writer for several magazines. As a beginning writer during the economic 
bubble, she had no trouble finding employment in her early working years. Interestingly, Y had 
planned a somewhat unconventional life course for herself. She explains that since she does not have 
an interest in men, she did not look for a husband. However, when in her twenties, Y wanted to have 
children. She planned on getting pregnant by the help of a donor and become a single mother. 
However, after careful consideration (and friends’ dissuasion) she decided to abandon this plan. 
Since Y started to work for at S&S, her position within the company has not changed. Y does not seek 
to be promoted or changed to another department. Her current goal is merely to work hard at S&S 
while she can, and save up for a comfortable pension. Thus, rather than depending on a husband (Y 
stated she would probably never marry), she remains independent and brings her journalism study 
into practice. 
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The notion of financial independence and its importance regarding a feeling of general independence 
is also reflected in Sasagawa’s (2004) research of younger and older mothers in the late ‘90s. 
Sagasawa interviewed only university-educated women, almost none of whom were required to 
work in order to supplement the household income. Nonetheless, many of her interviewees 
remained in work after childbirth. Sasagawa argues that these women did not find personal 
satisfaction in home-making and that they wanted to work and bring their professional abilities into 
practice, regardless of the superfluous nature of their salary (Ibid., 174-175). 
 
However, the opinion described above (that one does not want to be dependent financially or not 
want to quit work even after childbirth) is not universal. This is evident from, among others, the story 
of O (25). Respondent O talks about a girl (commuting to ‘a girls’ university’) that got into conflict 
with another girl (commuting to ‘Tōdai’, currently the highest ranked university in Japan) both of 
whom she used to live together with in a shared university dormitory. O: “There was this girl who 
used to say: ‘Because girls get married, it really doesn’t matter which university you get into’. But 
another girl who commuted to Tōdai, got angry and said: ‘Well what do you think I studied so hard 
for then?’. That’s when I noticed that even among girls, there are many different ways of thinking 
about this.” 
 
Judging from the talks with the respondents, the opinion of the former girl is not that exceptional. 
From informal conversations I found that for some girls, the reason they go through academic 
education is to find a husband with a ‘good background’, who will be able to support them after 
marriage. One female Keio University graduate indicated that, although she was not thinking about 
children yet, when she got married at 23 she quit her part-time job17 as a model the same year. She is 
now supported by her husband and was not planning to seek new employment.  
 
This chapter has made clear why it is crucial to discover the needs and desires concerning work of 
Japanese women. Although my sample is too small to make any generalizations regarding this matter, 
the main finding were as follows. There was a high consciousness of pleasure derived from work and 
many respondents noted this as being a very important factor to them. This suggests that when the 
alternatives offered to women who want to return to the labour market after childbirth (excluding 
those for whom work is a financials necessity) solely exist of unrewarding and dull jobs, there is a 
chance they choose to remain at home. Regarding the possibilities of maternity and childcare leave, 
respondents indicated that they would make use of such systems if possible. Respondent M, who 
was not eligible for such programs (due to her non-regular employee status), indicated a desire for 
affordable daycare. This would enable her to return to work quickly after childbirth. Regarding 
financial independence, many respondents indicated that, even if their income would become 
unnecessary for the household, they would still work to remain financially independent. Thus, 
pleasure from work, leave possibilities and financial compensation might constitute factors that play 
an important role in the attractiveness of work for Japanese women. 
  
                                                          
17 In Japanese one would refer to ‘baito’ (バイト) which means an often unstable, low paid, temporary job. 
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4: Equality of the sexes in the workplace 
 
As described earlier, a disproportionate amount of part-time jobs, often lacking prospects of 
advancement or (substantial) pay raise, is occupied by women. Women who are regular, full-time 
employees are often side-tracked in a dead-end ‘office lady’ position, their employer waiting for 
them to get married or have children and quit18 (see Mori 2004; Higuchi 1996). What do the 
respondents think of equality of the sexes in the workplace? Do they perceive themselves as 
hindered, and how does that relate to their work ambitions? This chapter explores the respondent’s 
views on equality of the sexes in the workplace and how this shapes their behaviour in regards to it.  
 
The ideas my interviewees had about the circumstances regarding equality of the sexes19 in the 
workplace was surprisingly versatile. Respondent E (24), a young and ambitious woman working for 
BT, a publisher of manga (graphic novels) since half a year, felt that women were not treated as 
equals to men at her company. BT is a medium-sized publisher of entertainment magazines and 
graphic novels (manga) based in Tokyo. It employs 164 people, of which 37 are women as of May 
2014 (information from company website). As an indication of inequality between men and women 
employees, E gives the example of after work drinks. She feels that women are supposed to smile 
sweetly and look nice rather than participate in their male colleagues’ conversation and jokes in an 
equal manner. However, E stresses that it might not be like that everywhere, and that the manga 
publishing business specifically is a ‘men’s-world’. E: “It’s not like [within the manga business men 
and women’s roles are] clearly separated, but still, men are more numerous because it’s still a men’s 
business. Basically, the men are strong and so for women to do well, it’s best if you move in the way 
they expect from you”. However, within this framework, E does see that there are possibilities to 
achieve her professional goal: creating her own manga series. E currently does not specifically strive 
for a managerial position, but rather keeps occupied with writing or editing and commenting on 
works. Although she does not seem to regard that unequal treatment within her company hinders 
her from achieving this, she is irritated with women’s position in social events such as the after work 
drinks. 
 
Of the other interviewees that had worked at least half a year (and are thus expected to have a 
better understanding of the equality of the sexes within their workplace that those who worked for a 
shorter period), all worked for S&S, a publisher specializing in women’s magazines and books. Of the 
five women working there, four had permanent contracts and one worked freelance (thus not able to 
enjoy the company’s welfare plans such as maternity and childcare leave). Because they share the 
same employer, it is interesting to notice the difference in views regarding the workplace. For 
instance, when asked about equality of the sexes in the workplace at S&S, respondent O (25, working 
for two years) assesses: “It’s relatively unequal (…). Maybe our company, well, in my editorial 
department it’s that there are relatively many guys and that there’s a lot of physically hard work”. 
Respondent S (23, working for half a year) is evidently more positive. When asked whether she thinks 
                                                          
18 This is not applicable to women who are self-employed or work in family businesses who often do not have the option to withdraw from 
work upon childbirth. 
19 The term I used in Japanese was ‘danjobyōdō’ (男女平等), which literally means ‘men-women equality’.  
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equality of the sexes is fully reached at S&S, she answers: “I believe it is! For instance, the editor-in-
chief (…) is a woman. There’s a real-life example of a woman that is senior like her, so yeah, I really 
think it’s equal”. Giving the example of a female editor-in-chief in her department, she thinks higher 
positions are attainable for women at S&S as well. However, respondent N (37, working for S&S for 
fourteen years), who also knows and talked about the same editor-in-chief, feels differently. N: “I 
don’t think [equality of the sexes is fully reached at S&S]. It’s not reached. (…) All in all, it’s a men’s 
world. Especially in my department men are the majority. Also, my boss has always been a man”. 
Surely, respondent N worked for S&S for a much longer time than respondent S and might not share 
S’s optimism concerning equality of the sexes. However, the difference might also correspond to a 
difference in ambition between the two: whereas S is very motivated to grow within S&S to a higher-
level position, N is satisfied with the position and job she currently holds. Although from this case 
alone one cannot verify a causal relationship between S’s positive outlook and her ambition to climb 
up the career ladder, it might indicate that women who see possibilities to grow are more likely to try 
and attain this growth. This is also evident in the case of respondent R (23), who at the time of the 
interview had just been assigned a position at the Singapore office of an international banking 
corporation I will call BC Inc.  
 
Respondent R sees the inequality of the sexes in Japan as a hindrance to women’s careers in general, 
and therefore consciously chose a company that does give women equal chances. Despite receiving 
job offers from both a Japanese bank and an American bank, R chose for the American bank. 
Although the Japanese bank assured her that they valued diversity and equality for men and women, 
R noticed the absence of any women in the room during her job interview. Rather, she chose for the 
American BC Inc. because it boasts a number of women at executive-level positions; something R 
aspires for herself as well. From this example we can see the direct way in which the notion of 
‘career opportunities’ (and the lack of it) scares away potentially talented, ambitious women from 
the Japanese workforce. 
 
The example of respondent R above relates to the aforementioned argument made by Yoshio 
Higuchi on early decision-making processes with regards to childcare leave programs in companies 
(1996, 42). Although my respondents did not select future employers on their leave possibilities, 
respondent R explicitly turned down the job offer of the Japanese bank because she did not see 
sufficient career opportunities for women there. In the case of the ambitious R, legislation focused 
on equal career advancement opportunities in companies constitutes a much stronger incentive than 
the CCLL would. In the EU, the percentage of female directors on corporate boards is determined by 
law20. Arguably, such legislation in the case of Japan would not only increase women in top 
management through the nature of the law itself, it may well increase ambition in young women 
who see (more) precedents occupying top positions in corporations (see Steinberg 2012).  
 
In conclusion, the respondents held rather diverse views when it comes to equality of the sexes in 
the workplace. Even though some respondents shared the same employer, their opinions varied 
from ‘very equal’ to ‘not equal at all’. This corresponded to a difference in ambition within the 
company. However, the research sample is too small to indicate a possible causal relationship 
                                                          
20 Large-scale (i.e. stock-listed corporations with over 250 employees) corporations in EU countries are required to change recruitment 
policies in such ways that by 2020, 40% of non-executive board positions is occupied by women (European Parliament 2013). 
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between ambition and views regarding equality of the sexes in the workplace. However, there will 
surely be instances were Japan’s more gender unequal employers scare off potential female talent, 
such as in the case of respondent R. 
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5: Role Models  
 
After a definition of the concept of ‘role models’, this paragraph explains how role models can give 
an indication of the way the respondents see their professional future and of the role of family in 
their future. I will illustrate whom the respondents specified as their role models, and why they 
chose them. Also, utilizing role models, I explored the social environment of the women while 
growing up. Did they grow up with a working mother, normalizing the idea of women working? The 
results are then connected to a problem that may restrain some women to (start) work.  
 
According to Donald Gibson (2004), the definition of role models has changed in recent years. From 
the traditional idea of a role model being someone in an influential position, providing an example 
for others to follow, a shift can be observed towards an idea of role models as “active, cognitive 
constructions devised by individuals to construct their ideal, or ‘possible’ selves based on their own 
developing needs and goals” (Ibid., 135). Thus, role models are seen as a construct of various traits or 
characteristics desired by an individual, which they perceive in another person: the role model.  
 
Mariko Bando (2007) notes that it is “critically important for companies to (…) have appropriate role 
models or mentors who will inspire young women to have a long career perspective” (20). Surveying 
the male-dominated hierarchies of small and large banking corporations in Australia, Isabel Metz 
(2009) concluded that senior women in an organisation functioned as mentors for their subordinates, 
elevating the career prospect of women within that organisation. Although her study focusses on 
direct mentoring rather than more indirect inspiration and admiration, she argues that the presence 
of female superiors strongly encourages women’s career advancement, especially in smaller 
corporations (Ibid., 206-207). In a study covering 368 young women, Quimby and DeSantis (2006) 
concluded that role models have both direct as well as indirect influence on women’s career choice 
(303). The indirect influence was generated via women’s increased assessment of their own abilities 
and direct influence was exerted by means of example role model. In my research, the concept of 
role models encompasses two types of role models: both the more direct ‘example role model’, a 
person in the direct environment of the individual occupying a certain role which may or may not be 
aspired by the individual, as well as the ‘idolized role model’, a person the individual may or may not 
know personally, but who occupies a role or possesses a certain trait much aspired by the individual. 
A combination of both types can also occur. Example role models can also be negative, when they 
exemplify something the individual does not aspire and is therefore motivated to avoid such a life 
course.  
 
Jean Renshaw (1999) conducted an extensive research on Japanese women in managerial positions. 
She interviewed over 160 Japanese women managers, investigating their life paths toward their 
current careers. Her research highlights the importance of role models, occupying the same 
distinction as described above. Renshaw highlights the role of working mothers, normalizing the 
choice to work alongside child rearing for their daughters (working as example role models). 
Furthermore, Renshaw notes the function of role models as pioneers, proving to others that 
something can be done (idolized role models). This is mainly illustrated by the way in which women 
managers exemplify the attainability of promotion as regarded by their female subordinates (Ibid., 
47-57). 
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Some of Renshaw’s younger respondents clearly viewed advancing to a managerial position as 
neither realistic nor preferable. However, there have been indications (for instance opinion polls) 
that these views are declining (Ibid., 192-193). Furthermore, Renshaw notes that other young 
women were very eager to know women in managerial positions; “they wanted models and clues to 
help answer their own life-choice questions” (Ibid., 7). This way, women in managerial positions may 
provide support, inspiration or motivation for other women, functioning as role models.  
This motivation works in the following manner. When a person knows examples of others who have 
reached their professional goals, this will make the attainability of such goals seem more within 
reach to that person and will thus increase their motivation (Heider 1958). In this way, ‘successful 
women’ have been employed to function as role models in career-counselling, increasing self-efficacy 
(the belief a person has in their capabilities to accomplish a goal) in groups of women (Quimby and 
DeSantis 2006; Sullivan and Mahalik 2000). Sullivan and Mahalik again highlight the inhibiting force 
of gender stereotypical views on career advancement of women. By changing these views in women 
(such as perceived low chances of occupational success and low self-efficacy) through career-
counselling, their motivation and self-efficacy are increased providing them with the tools to shape 
their own careers and attain their occupational goals. Similarly, many of Renshaw’s interviewees 
indicated that they would have benefited from knowing women managers or executives (1999). This 
illustrates how idolized role models and predecessors, as ‘proof’ of the attainability of occupational 
success by women, can function as powerful motivators. 
 
5.1 Idolized role models 
Various respondents indicated that they had idolized role models21. A few respondents had male role 
models, while others limited themselves to female ones. 
 
Respondent R (23) was consciously on the lookout for a female role model. Quite aware of women’s 
position in the companies she received job offers from, she chose for the company that featured 
many women in powerful positions (including her future boss). R laments the absence of a female 
role model for herself at the moment, but she views her (male) boss of a previous internship as a role 
model: “As for men, my boss at the internship in New York would be [a role model]. He really 
seemed happy, he loved his job but also had a family. He seemed truly happy to me. Like that, I’d 
love to not just have work, but to combine work and family.” R emphasized her ex-boss’ happiness 
and his success in combining work and family, something she aspires for herself strongly. 
 
Respondent S (23) admires a female editor-in-chief in her department. Even though she was young, 
she became editor-in-chief, which is quite a feat, says S. S emphasizes that the editor-in-chief is 
exceptionally good at what she does, has great writing skills as well as accounting skills. S: “I’d like to 
be like that… (…) Really, in that sense, to be in the same company as the woman who is such an 
example for me is a great encouragement. You probably won’t find another example of success like 
her throughout the rest of Japan.” 
 
                                                          
21 Only during analysis of the interviews was the distinction made between idolized and example role models, based on the type of role 
model the interviewees described when asked, in general, if they had a role model. 
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The idolized role model of respondent N (37) was not a high-ranking career woman, but a full-time 
housewife of personal acquaintance. She wants to have children in the near future, and would ideally 
raise them herself. On the other hand, she indicates that being a full-time housewife may prove 
“boring” and that the reason she idealizes becoming a housewife is solely because it is unrealistic22. 
N’s household cannot solely depend on the salary of N’s husband, who works as a freelancer. N also 
has to work to generate income. This possibly relates to the notion that a full-time housewife 
symbolized a family of which the husband’s income provided sufficient wealth so that the wife did 
not have to engage in paid labour (Sasagawa 2004, 172).  
 
Another example of an idolized role model, albeit in a different respect, is given by respondents E 
and K. When asked about role models, E (24) indicates she admires female colleagues who are 
socially clever and popular with others. She notices their (social) behaviour and takes lessons out of it 
to her advantage. K (21), aspiring to be a television host, indicates as a role model a (female) host she 
has met during an information session of a television company. The reason she looked up to this host 
was, however, not necessarily the fact that she hosted her own show, but her ability to perceive and 
understand others and her sympathy for the world around her.  
Evident from the results, idolized role model admiration can be directed towards both the role 
model’s career or position, but also towards internal traits such as likeability and care for others. In 
case of example role models, more focus lies on the model’s life path and/or career. 
 
5.2 Example role models 
This paragraph explores the social environment in which the women were raised. These example role 
models will have given the respondents real-life examples of life choices and/or career paths taken 
before them.  
An illustration of example role models can be found in the case of respondent M (30), at the time of 
the interview working as a freelance photographer for publisher S&S. Her father used to work in a 
factory, but after M was born he started for himself as a photographer. He now runs his own 
photography business. M’s mother was originally a nurse, and continued working for a short period 
after M was born, but quit her job when M’s father started his business in order to assist him. M feels 
for her mother, who is doing work she does not like for the sake of her father. However, M does look 
up to her father, and the fact that he successfully started up an entire business all by himself. In the 
home environment, both parents of M can be argued to be example role models. M’s continuously 
working mother normalized the notion that women work, whereas M’s father exemplified the 
pursuing of one’s passion in work. Outside of the home environment, role models can also be found 
in the case of M. During her study of photography in the United States, respondent M met several 
working women. Among these was a friend who combined work and childcare, taking her child along 
when she worked as a photographer. M indicates that this is her ideal for her own child-raising as 
well, therefore the friend rather constitutes an intermix of both types (the idolized and the example) 
of the role models described earlier. 
Similarly to respondent M, respondent R’s (23) parents also worked throughout her upbringing. Her 
father works as a PR agent for a car producer and her mother is a nurse in an eye clinic. She 
recollects that her mother used to be home in the evenings, but she almost never saw her father. In 
                                                          
22 N used the expression ‘nai mono nedari’ (無い物強請り), meaning ‘the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence’. 
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R’s case, after working at the American bank in Singapore for a few years, her plan is to start her own 
athlete marketing company, in order to further popularize sports in Japan. She values the role of 
work in one’s life highly, both as personal development as well as providing of income and thus self-
sufficiency, and is not afraid to work hard. However, R emphasizes the role of family she wants in her 
own life. She asserts that having enjoyable work does not lead to happiness if it is not complemented 
by an enjoyable family life. Not only does that apply to herself, but she indicates that she would not 
appreciate it if a future husband worked long hours like her father did. This way, her own parents 
have been example role models in both a positive and a negative way. R does find work very 
important and plans to work throughout her life (like her mother did), but she does not prioritize 
work over family in the same way.  
 
I found that for many of the respondents, role models contribute to the shaping of their own future 
and the goals therein. Parents, colleagues and friends were mentioned and on a few occasions, well-
known public persons. The attributes of the role models the respondents admired varied from career 
advancement, the combination of work and family, to interpersonal skills and work related skills. 
However, few respondents mentioned male role models, and only after being asked explicitly. This 
may be due to a tendency of individuals to select role models from persons who share demographic 
traits with the individual (such as sex, age, race etc.) (Gibson 2004, 136, 144). However, it may also 
correspond to the previously described feeling among women that they do not wish to lead the same 
demanding lifestyle as their male counterparts.  
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Conclusion 
 
In this thesis, I argued that is it crucial for Japan’s companies and government to investigate women’s 
desires regarding work and child rearing and consequently incorporate (and aim to facilitate) these 
desires in the workplace through in-company regulations as well as laws and official legislation. 
Through doing so, more women who do not have to engage in paid work out of financial necessity 
can be enticed to work. This way, the problem of severe labour shortage Japan faces due to the 
ageing of its society can be averted to an extent. 
 
The gender inequality of Japan’s labour market is characterised by occupational segregation and a 
disproportionate small number of women in executive-level positions. Although Japanese women are 
highly educated, the employment system encourages them to quit their job upon childbirth. With not 
many interesting or high-level jobs available to them after such a career intermezzo, many women 
end up in dead-end part-time jobs without much possibility to advance. 
 
Through in-depth interviews with Japanese women, of whom some had been working for various 
amounts of time while others were still university students, I clarified the way they saw the 
workplace and their position in it. Some women felt they were treated unfavourably compared to 
their male colleagues, whereas others did not feel this way. Many interviewees noted the general 
difficulty for women to climb the career ladder within Japanese organizations. On the other hand, 
only some indicated an ambition in that regard; many respondents were either happy with their 
current position or strived for a job in which they could express themselves and find pleasure, rather 
than a hierarchically high position.  
None of the respondents indicated a desire to become particularly wealthy. However, for many, paid 
work provided an income which meant financial independence, also after marriage. Various 
respondents indicated the intention of not wanting to give up that independence even after 
childbirth. Many respondents saw the combination of child rearing at home and employment outside 
the home as an ideal. Nevertheless, most of the interviewees felt that such a combination was very 
difficult to accomplish. The following factors have been argued to contribute to this difficulty. 
The Japanese employment system, which is still very unwelcoming of job-switchers23, makes it 
difficult for women to return to the workplace after temporary withdrawal upon childbirth. Also, due 
to social expectations that women will quit to have children at a certain point in their career, less 
effort is put into development of their careers, which often means they find themselves in boring and 
unattractive jobs, thereby also diminishing motivation to return to such employment after childbirth. 
Secondly, although laws (such as the Child-Care Leave Law of 1992) were implemented in order to 
facilitate (the taking up of) childcare leave, many companies are not accommodating in this respect, 
which makes it difficult for women to apply for such programs. Furthermore, implementation of 
childcare leave programs is not (yet) compulsory for Japanese companies. Thirdly, several 
respondents anticipated problems when trying to place their child(ren) in daycare facilities due to 
unavailability of vacancies and high cost. In such cases, working outside the home (besides full-time 
childcare) becomes virtually impossible. 
                                                          
23 By job-switchers I mean people that (want to) switch employers midway of their careers, or that want to (re-) enter the labour force after 
a period of withdrawal. 
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Finally, the aspirations for the future of the interviewees were investigated through an analysis of the 
role models they recounted. In case of idolized role models (persons the respondents looked up to, 
whom they either know personally or not), the answers varied from high-ranking career women (and 
sometimes men), in which cases the presence of a family was also given notice to, to stay-at-home 
mothers, to colleagues who possessed certain social skills admired by the respondent. In case of 
example role models (persons in the direct vicinity to the respondents while they grew up, whose life 
choices have influenced the life choices the respondent consequently made), especially parents 
played an important role. Working mothers normalized the idea of women who work and a father 
who started his own company inspired a respondent to take over this company and live a similar 
autonomous (working) life. 
 
From the results of my interviews, it appears that many women are quite motivated to work. On the 
other hand, many indicated a wish to bring up children themselves for around a year (and thus, for 
that duration, withdraw from the workforce). When it is possible for women to obtain an interesting 
and challenging job after this period of withdrawal, it can be expected that many will choose to do so. 
Japan’s employment system seems to gradually be relaxing, which makes re-entering the workforce 
after withdrawal (as well as job-switching) more likely. However, there is still a long way to go, and 
for re-entering the workplace after withdrawal, flexible working hours and other secondary working 
conditions that facilitate a work-home balance will need to be implemented. Applied generally, this 
will not only facilitate and motivate women to start working again after childbirth, but also alleviate 
working conditions for men, leaving them more time to spend within the family. 
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Appendices  
Appendix 1 
  
Men's answers Men 
Probably 
men Equal Don't know Probably women Women 
In the workplace 12,5 (13) 46,1 (44,1) 29 (30) 4,8 (7,3) 6,5 (4,9) 1,1 (0,7) 
Views  15,7 (14,7) 52 (52,7) 24,2 (24,9) 3,2 (3,5) 4,2 (3,4) 0,7 (0,8) 
Women's answers             
In the workplace 18,3 (18) 46,9 (46,1) 20,4 (18,9) 11 (13,5) 2,7 (2,8) 0,7 (0,8) 
Views  21,4 (24,4) 54,2 (51,9) 17,5 (16,2) 4 (5,2) 2,7 (2,1) 0,3 (0,2) 
Table 1 Percentages of answers given (separated by sex) in 2009 (results of 2007 between brackets) to the 
questions: “Do you think that the position of men and women has become equal at the workplace?” (Shokuba 
ni oite danjo no chii ha byōdō ni natte iru to omō ka) and “Do you think the social position of men and women 
is equal when it comes to customs and conventional views and ideas?” (Shakai tsūnen/kanshū/shikitari nado ni 
oite danjo no chii ha byōdō ni natte iru to omō ka). Possible answers were limited to: “Men are clearly favoured” 
(dansei no hō ga hijō ni yūgū sarete iru); “If I have to choose, I think men are favoured” (Dochira ka to ieba 
dansei no hō ga yūgū sarete iru); “their position is equal”; “If I have to choose, I think men are favoured” 
(Dochira ka to ieba josei no hō ga yūgū sarete iru); “Women are clearly favoured” (josei no hō ga hijō ni yūgū 
sarete iru); “I don’t know” (wakaranai). Source: (Gender Equality Bureau 2007; 2009a). 
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Appendix 2 
 
 
Source: (Higuchi 2007, 56)  
Table 2 Percentages of women continuing or returning to work after: marriage (表 1) or having a child (表 2) 
Translations (own) 
1: units: percentages 
2: after marriage 
3: regular (full-time) employee 
4: non-regular employee 
5: other employment 
6: unemployed 
7: generation of before the EEOL 
8: post-EEOL generation 
9: post-bubble generation 
10: after childbirth  
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Appendix 3 
Interview set-up 
I used the following scenario for my interviews. I employed a slightly different scenario for working 
women than I did for students. English translations follow the questionnaires. 
Working women 
個人情報： 
名前：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 生年月日：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 
現在の本職：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 会社名：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿  
年収：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 就職して何年間:＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 
大学または専門学校での専攻：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 
 
経歴： 
- 何を勉強しました？その時何になりたかった？ 
- 卒業してすぐこの会社に入りました？ 
- 最初の仕事は何でしたか？(次々に話してもらう) 
 
志望： 
- 今の自分の抱いている志望は何ですか？それを達成する可能性はあると思います
か？難しいと思いますか？ 
- 学生時代の志望はなんでしたか？(既に聞いたこと可能) 
- (違ったら)どうしてその志望に差ができました？ 
- 職場の中でも、外でも、自由に考えればもっとも達成したいところはなんでしょう
か？ 
 
立場： 
- 会社での立場を説明できますか？それは満足に足りますか？ 
 
成功： 
- 自分にとって、成功したキャリアとは何ですか？ 
- 日本女性一般的に考えたら成功したキャリアは同じですか、違いますか？ 
 
男女平等： 
- 自分の会社では男女平等ができていると思いますか？(ではなければ)どっちが優先さ
れていますか？それは何でわかりますか？ 
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English translation for questionnaire ‘Working women’ 
Personal information: 
Name:______________ Date of birth: ___________ 
Current job: ___________________ Name of company: _____________________ 
Annual salary: _________ Years worked for current employer: _____________ 
Major at university or college: ___________________ 
 
Personal history: 
- What did you study? What did you want to become during that time? 
- Did you start working for this company right after graduation? 
- What was your first job? (Elicit more answers while talking) 
 
Aspirations: 
- What is the/an aspiration you currently have? Do you think it likely that you attain this goal? 
- What were you aspirations when you were a student? 
- (If different from first question) Why is your aspiration different now than from the time you 
were still a student? 
- Either within the workplace or outside of it, what is the thing you’d most like to succeed at? 
 
Position: 
- Could you explain to me your position at your company? Are you satisfied with that position? 
 
Success: 
- What, in your opinion, constitutes a successful career? 
- Is this the same as what constitutes a successful career according to Japanese women in 
general? 
 
Equality of the sexes: 
- Do you believe equality of the sexes has been reached in your company? (If not:) Which sex 
is favoured? In what ways does this occur?  
 
Students 
個人情報： 
名前：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 生年月日：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 
現在の勉強：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿  
何年生：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿  
大学または専門学校での専攻：＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 
 
就職に関わる希望： 
- 将来は何になりたい？ 
- どうやってそこまで着けるのかについて考えたことがありますか？ありませんか？ 
- 将来の仕事を考えれば、何が一番重要ですか？会社に入ってそれはかなえそうです
か？ 
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- 何歳まで仕事したいと思いますか？（なぜ） 
 
将来について： 
- 自分の将来の夢は何ですか？ 
- それをかなえるのは難しそうだと思いますか？簡単だと思いますか？ 
- 子供が欲しいと思いますか、思いませんか？(「答え」は自分の将来の進路にどんな
影響があると思いますか？ 
 
就活に関して： 
- 今就職活動をやっていますか？それはどうに進んでいるんですか？ 
 
職場について： 
- 日本の職場においては「その人の性別」に支障が来すことがあると思いますか？思
いませんか？ 
 
ロールモデル： 
- 自分にとってロールモデルみたいな、憧れる人物はいますか？(どんなような人) 
- お母さんは何か仕事をされていますか？ 
- お父さんは何か仕事をされていますか？ 
 
English translation for questionnaire ‘Students’ 
Personal information: 
Name:______________ Date of birth: ___________ 
Current study (faculty): ___________________ Grade in university or college: ________ 
Major at university or college: ___________________ 
 
Aspirations concerning work: 
- What do you want to be in the future? 
- Have you ever thought about how you can reach such a position/find such employment? 
- What is the most important factor of your future job? Do you think that is attainable when 
you enter a company? 
- Until what age do you want to work? (Why?) 
 
Concerning the future: 
- What is your dream for your future? 
- Do you think this dream is difficult to achieve? Is it easy to achieve? 
- Do you want to have children in the future? What influence do you think this decision will 
have on your professional future? 
 
Concerning job hunting: 
- Are you currently participating in job hunting? How is that going? 
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Concerning the workplace: 
- Do you think that in the Japanese workplace, any hindrances may occur based on 
[interviewee’s sex]? 
 
Role models: 
- Do you have a role model or a person you look up to? What kind of person is that? 
- What kind of work does your mother do? 
- What kind of work does your father do? 
 
 
